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Abstract 
This study explored English language teachers’ perceptions of professional development and professional development practices. 
The data were gathered through semi-structured interviews, from six non-native teachers who were in different career stages. 
Inductive content analysis showed that teachers described professional development as the use of various resources and use of 
skills and knowledge, while their professional development activities included attending courses and seminars, following 
professional publications, and collaborating with colleagues. Although both the definitions and practices can be considered as 
traditional, the results indicated that teachers were aware that they needed to keep up with rapid progress and change in teaching 
and education.  
Keywords: Professional development; perceptions and practices; career stages; teacher education 
1. Introduction  
Modern views of professional development (hereafter PD) characterize professional learning not as a short-term 
intervention, but as a long-term process extending from teacher education at university to in-service training at 
workplace (Richter, Kunter, Klusmann, Lüdtke, and Baumert, 2011). In this continuum, teachers are thought to pass 
through different stages in which they develop different understandings and acquire various skills and abilities as 
their needs over the course of their careers change (Broad and Evans, 2006). As put forth by Richter et al. (2011), in 
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this path teachers use different learning opportunities to meet new needs and the decisions they make about which 
one to use are mostly determined by their understandings and perceptions of fruitfulness and worthiness of PD 
practices.  
Although literature suggests that teaching career can be divided into consecutive stages with different 
implications for participation in PD, it does not provide any specific study upon how teachers of different career 
stages make sense of PD and practices for PD. Keeping this in mind, the current study aims to explore a group of 
non-native English language teachers’ perceptions of PD and PD practices. This point of examination may reveal 
the ways that teachers seek to improve themselves and their instructional practices. As career stages are taken as the 
frame of reference to uncover teachers’ perceptions, the following section briefly provides information upon career 
stages with a focus on Burden’s (1982a) career stages model as the model used in the study.  
2. Career stages models and professional development 
As teachers grow and become more experienced, their job skills, knowledge, attitudes, behavior, and outlook 
continuously change (Burden, 1982a). These changes may be the result of their motives, concerns, needs, demands 
of their working conditions, and the learning opportunities they are provided with. Whatever the reasons may be, 
these changes indicate that teaching is a developmental process and within this process there are identifiable growth 
patterns having unique characteristics which are called career stages.  
  Several developmental theorists have proposed teacher development models to explain these career stages (see 
Burden, 1982a; Christensen, Burke, Fessler and Hagstrom, 1983, Burke, Christensen and Fessler, 1984; McDonnell, 
Christensen, and Price, 1989; Rinaldi, 2007), all of which suggest potential career cycle trajectories with different 
needs in different stages. Although there is no single, linear pathway, or career trajectory for teachers, the primary 
goal of teacher career stages models is to describe the prototypical development of individual teacher characteristics 
in terms of discrete stages. While doing this, these models underline the fact that career paths are often cyclical and 
even recursive.  
Although there have been different classifications of teachers’ career stages, Burden’s (1982a) model was taken 
as the frame of reference for the current study. According to Burden’s model, teachers pass through three stages 
known as survival, adjustment, and mature. Each of these stages has their own unique characteristics.  For instance, 
teachers in their first year of teaching are in survival stage during which they learn what and how to teach. Teachers 
in this stage have limited knowledge of teaching activities and environment, lack confidence, and hesitate to try out 
new methods. Thus, they typically report a sense of enthusiasm or may sometimes be overwhelmed with problems 
of student discipline or classroom management. Teachers in their second through fourth years of teaching go 
through the second stage known as adjustment. During this period, teachers learn a great deal about planning, 
organization, curriculum, and methodology, and begin to explore who their students are. Thus, they develop self-
confidence to meet the expectations of their students. The third stage which is called mature covers the fifth year 
through the rest of active teaching. In this stage, teachers are supposed to acquire a good command of teaching, fully 
develop an understanding of their teaching environment, and they recognize their students as individuals having 
unique characteristics and differences. Thus, teachers are believed to be more sensitive towards the diverse body of 
students in their classes, and pay much more attention to meet their expectations. Additionally, teachers in this stage 
have already gained professional insight. Hence, they feel more secure and confident to handle unexpected and 
problematic situations that might arise (Burden, 1982a).  
As can be seen, Burden’s model characterizes teachers’ development as a set of three consecutive stages which 
are closely connected to individual teaching experience. Although these stages might be the representatives of 
teacher development, they do not necessarily apply to every single teacher in the same way. Teachers may even pass 
a certain stage or revert to a phase undergone earlier.  
3. Methodology and instrumentation  
To find out a group of non-native EFL teachers’ perceptions upon PD and PD practices, this qualitative study 
made use of a multiple descriptive case study design, and collected data through semi-structured, one-on-one 
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interviews. The interview questions were created collaboratively by the researchers to examine the issues under 
investigation.  
3.1. Sampling 
The current study used purposeful sampling which is one of the sampling techniques commonly used in 
qualitative research (Palinkas et al., 2013). Having a very close tie to the research objectives, this type of sampling 
signifies a series of choices about whom, where, and how the research is done (Palys, 2008). Keeping this in mind, 
the group of teachers participating in the study was purposefully chosen since they were eager to develop their 
professional knowledge and skills through various PD practices. They were also motivated and open to 
communicate their experiences and opinions in a reflective manner. Therefore, it was thought that taking a snapshot 
of their perceptions regarding PD and PD practices might bring rich data. To preserve anonymity, the participants 
were assigned numbers from T1 to T6. Their characteristics are given in Table 1 below.  
Table 1: Participant characteristics 
Participant Gender Age Graduation  Teaching Experience  Career stage 
T2 Female 22 ELT Dept. 1 year Survival 
T6 Male 22 ELT Dept. 1 year Survival 
T4 Female 26 ELT Dept. 3 years Adjustment 
T3 Female 25 ELT Dept. 4 years Adjustment 
T5 Female 25 ELT Dept. 4 years Adjustment 
T1 Female 35 ALL Dept. 11 years Mature 
As can be seen, only one of the six teachers was male, who was also one of the teachers in survival stage. Three 
of the teachers were in adjustment while only one was in mature stage.  The teachers were teaching at different 
levels from pre-school to secondary. Thus, it was thought that they might have different professional needs and 
understandings unique to the career stages they were in.   
 
3.2. Data collection and analysis 
As previously mentioned, the data were gathered through one-on-one, semi-structured interviews which were 
audio-recorded and supported by field notes. After the initial transcriptions, the researchers continuously and 
recursively worked on the transcriptions, and looked for words and phrases reflecting emerging ideas about the 
teachers’ perceptions of PD and PD practices. Key words and phrases that seemed to refer to career stages were also 
picked. The emergent themes which were thought to refer to the same broad idea were put into the same category 
and labeled.  
4. Findings and discussion 
This study aimed to find out six non-native English language teachers’ perceptions of PD and PD practices. 
Therefore, the findings gained via the interview data were put into two sub-sections; perceptions of PD and 
perceptions of PD practices. The details pertaining to each section are presented and discussed below.  
4.1. Perceptions of professional development 
In the interview, the teachers were firstly asked to define what PD is. The analysis of the data yielded 20 
responses which were put under two main categories and presented in the table below (see Table 1).  
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           Table 2: Teachers’ perceptions of professional development 
PD perceptions Themes 
Use of various resources (12 *) 
 
 
 
 
Following publications and periodicals (3) 
Participating in in-service training programs - INSETs (3)  
Doing graduate and post graduate studies (3) 
Doing self-evaluation (3) 
Use of skills and knowledge (8) Putting knowledge into practice (2)  
Teaching better by going behind the traditional methods and techniques (6) 
*Numbers indicate the number of responses generated by the participants 
 
As it is demonstrated in the table, definitions for PD were categorized as use of various resources and use of 
skills and knowledge. Within the first category, use of various resources, PD was perceived as following 
publications and periodicals (f=3), participating in in-service training programs - INSETs (f=3), doing graduate 
and post graduate studies (f=3), and doing self-evaluation (f=3). These might suggest that, as practitioners, the 
teachers in the study were aware of the fact that they needed to keep up with rapid progress and change in teaching. 
This could be why they referred to the most common ways to develop their teaching skills, rather than relating PD to 
some other less common means such as co-teaching, teacher networks, and teacher-run training sessions.  
Among the others, attention needs to be paid to in-service training programs (INSETs) given as resources of PD. 
This finding is parallel to the findings of the studies of Hustler, McNamara, Jarvis, Londra and Campbell (2003) and 
Campbell, Cignetti, Melnyzer, Nettles and Wyman (2004), where INSET was also reported as one of the most 
frequent means of PD. Considering that the teachers in this study were mostly in survival and adjustment stages, this 
finding might suggest that they were more concerned about becoming more knowledgeable about practical aspects 
of teaching. Besides, self-evaluation as a way to review self-image to make sense of their identities as teachers 
reflects what Burden (1982a) suggested as one of the key characteristics of survival and adjustment teachers since 
they focus more on themselves rather than their students. Additionally, following publications and periodicals and 
doing graduate and post graduate studies also suggest that the teachers were open to gain new skills and recent 
knowledge on alternative and more efficient methodologies and practices.   
The second category of perceptions of PD, use of skills and knowledge, included knowledge and practice (f=2) 
and teaching better by going behind the traditional methods and techniques (f=6). These clearly show that the 
teachers perceived PD as keeping themselves up-to-date by following new and modern methods of language 
teaching. As McDonnell, Christensen and Price (1989) reported, since becoming a better teacher is one of the main 
concerns, the teachers made use of appropriate incentives with reference to their career stages.  
Though having various perceptions of PD, the teachers in the study seemed to have a traditional understanding of 
PD since they mostly perceived it as INSETs, which might suggest that they were still in a stage where they needed 
to get in touch with recent ways of teaching practices (Hustler et al., 2003; OECD, 2010). It should be noted that 
whatever the perceptions are, PD should be associated with personal awareness of possibilities for change and 
renewal. Thus, teachers’ perceptions may be the reflections of their changing roles and skills as they move forward 
in their career paths.    
As adult learners and developing professionals, teachers have different needs and abilities in different stages of 
their career (Burden, 1982a, 1982b; Rinaldi, 2007; Richter et al., 2011). Thus, teachers’ movement through their 
career incorporates the developmental stages which are recursive and dynamic in nature. Therefore, the data 
obtained in this study were also analyzed in relation to the teachers’ career stages to detect likely connection 
between their career stages and PD perceptions (see Table 3). 
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Table 3: Comparison of teachers’ career stages and perceptions of PD 
 
 
 
 
Career Stage 
PD perceptions 
Use of various sources Use of skills and knowledge 
Knowledge & 
practice 
Teaching 
better 
Publications 
& 
periodicals 
Inset MA 
&  
PhD 
Self-
evaluation 
Survival ; ; ;  ; ; 
 
Adjustment   ; ; ; ; ; 
 
Mature   ; ; ; ;  
As shown in the table, although the teachers’ career stages seemed to be influential upon their perceptions of PD, 
there are overlaps. In its general sense, the teachers defined PD as individual learning opportunities, enrolling in 
MA or PhD courses, or taking part in INSETs such as seminars, conferences, and so on. The data seem to reveal 
that their needs as practitioners and adult learners were defined by their career stages, and so did their perceptions. 
However, some points deserve a deeper look to better understand what their perceptions actually refer to. For 
instance, while knowledge and practice made more sense to survival stage teachers, INSETs were not perceived as 
PD. This might be linked to their priority in fulfilling their responsibilities as classroom teachers by using what they 
have gained in their university education rather than going beyond it. Besides, as adjustment stage teachers are more 
interested in developing and further refining their instructional skills, making use of periodicals, publications, 
INSETs, and doing MA and PhD made more sense to them. However, self-evaluation was not perceived to be PD or 
at least part of PD by the mature teacher. This might indicate that although her teaching experience puts her into the 
mature stage, the lack of self-evaluation in her perceptions of PD might reveal that she was not actually mature. This 
finding is significant as it confirms that teacher career stages are not linear. Thus, time spent in teaching may not 
make any sense if teachers do not internalize the experiences and learnings they go through.   
4.2. Teachers’ perceptions of PD practices  
The teachers were also asked to report what PD practice meant to them.  The aim of this question was to 
understand to what extent they were aware of what to do to develop professionally. The table below summarizes the 
findings (see Table 4).  
Table 4: Teachers’ perceptions of PD practices 
PD practices   Themes
Attending formal courses and  seminars (INSET) (6*) Attending certificate programs, courses, seminars (INSETs) (4) 
Pursuing graduate studies (2) 
 
Following professional publications (4) 
 
Following professional publications, subscribing to periodicals 
and publications (3)  
Doing extensive readings on teaching (1) 
 
Collaborating with colleagues (4) Sharing knowledge and experience (3) 
Receiving peer feedback (1) 
*Numbers indicate the number of responses generated by the participants 
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As the table shows, the findings of this question yielded 14 answers which were categorized as; attending formal 
courses and seminars, keeping up with professional publications, and collaborating with colleagues.  
For the first category, the basic practices were certificate programs, courses, seminars (INSETs) (f=4) and 
graduate studies (f=2). Although INSETs follow a top-down approach to PD and rarely address individual needs of 
teachers, they include developmental elements as important sources. Because of this reason, INSETs which center 
on teachers’ knowledge, skills, attitudes, and innovations in teaching are generally perceived as the basis of PD 
(Hustler et al., 2003; OECD 2010).  
For the second category, following professional publications, subscribing to periodicals and publications (f=3) 
and doing extensive readings on teaching (f=1) were the main perceptions. This was consistent with the teachers’ 
professional profiles as most of them (4 out of 6) had subscription to at least a periodical related to English language 
teaching. This might indicate that for the teachers having subscriptions to periodicals was important to follow recent 
studies enabling them to gain insight on the developments in teaching.  
The last category was labeled as collaboration. As one of the ways for meaningful knowledge construction and 
learning, collaboration could be fully understood via closer look at the answers. The teachers’ perceptions show the 
meaning that they attached to sharing knowledge and experience with each other. This result agrees with what 
Burden (1982a) and Masuda, Ebersole and Barrett (2013) suggested as the characteristics of mature teachers. 
However, even when the career stages were disregarded, the teachers might have perceived collaboration as a way 
to further learning about teaching. Because collaboration helps teachers improve their usual way of teaching, even 
when they only receive very simple feedback from colleagues. Hence, they come to better understand their own 
beliefs and knowledge as well as reshape understanding through listening to the voices of others. 
In sum, the findings show that the teachers’ perceptions seemed to be restricted to the traditional means of PD 
rather than more innovative and rigorous professional activities. Also, despite the small sample-size, overlaps were 
observed between the teachers’ career stages and their perceptions of PD and PD practices indicating that teacher’s 
needs and perceptions regarding their professional development might be recursive.  
5. Conclusion 
This study investigated a group of non-native English language teachers’ perceptions regarding what PD is and 
their PD practices in relation to their career stages in teaching. The findings revealed that teachers in different career 
stages may have different needs and accordingly different perceptions of PD. Thus, understanding these stages, how 
teachers develop through them, and their changing needs and perceptions may help improve the education of in-
service teachers and by extension have a positive impact on the quality of students’ learning and development. Thus, 
PD activities or programs should be planned and implemented according to the needs and dispositions of teachers. 
Besides, whatever the career stage is, all PD needs to be relevant to teachers’ teaching context enabling their active 
engagement in content and pedagogy. Additionally, any PD must be worth teachers’ investment of time, and they 
should find value in gaining tangible knowledge that can support their teaching. 
Last but not least, the way in which teachers develop their careers as a key to better teaching and learning should 
be recognized. The dominance of perceptions regarding INSETs both as PD and PD practice might be linked to 
school culture and as well as teachers’ classroom practices. Therefore, schools should provide support for teachers 
in various stages of their career. 
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